Council .}
Approves
Canadian
Drug Bill
Montgomery Effort
To Cut Costs Raises
Risk of Legal Action

By Tim Craic
Washingtan Past Staff Watar

The Montgomery County Council
approved a hill yesterday requiring of-
ficials to give county employees the op-
tion to purchase lower-cost prescrip-
tion drugs (rom Capacda — or anyplace
else thev can find a good deal.

The hill was approved despite con-
tinsed wamings from the U.S. Fnod
and Drug Administration that the
county was on the verge of violating
federal law and risked heing sued,

The proposal, which affects 12.50{
county employees and retirees, re
quires County Executive Douglas M.
Duncan () to participate in 2 pro-
gram established by the council last
vear.

“We will be a leader on the issue on
securing safe, fow-cost prescription
drues on the behalf of our citizens,”
said County Council President Tom
Perez (D-Silver Spring), the lead spon-
sor of the legislation.

Before the council vote, the FTIA
dispatched a top official to reiterate
the agency's position that drugs from
foreign sources are nejther safe nor le-
gal.

Thomas J. McGinnie, the FDA's di-
rector of pharmacy affairs, saidl the
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council was putting employees
and taxpayers at risk.

"If someone peis hort, the
county may very well be lia-
hle,” McGinnis said, “It could
bankrupt the Montgomery
Countv government.”

Rut the council rushed
ahead and approved the hill 6
to 2, helding a hearing and a fi-
nal vote on the same dav. The
untsual move signated council
members’ frustration that their
earlier efforts to establish a Ca-
nadian drug program were
hampered hy Duncan and oth-
er county officials,

In September, the council
approved a resolution calling
for a program to allow 8£35,000)
emplovees, retirees and depen-
dents-who receive taxpayer-
funded health care ta obtain
Canadian drugs.

The counci] contracted with
Canusa, a privately held health
henefits company based in
YWindsor, Ontario, to ocbtain
and distribute the drugs.

But the program has strug-
gled to get off the ground, in
large part hecause of the reluc-
tanre of county officials ta hla-
tanily snub the FDA, which is
hased in Rockyville.

Duncan decided he would
first <eek a waiver from the
FDA allowing the county to im-
porl Canadian drugs. The
agency has never issued any
such  waiver, The stance
opened him up fo charges that
he was trving to dodge the is-
sne,

“I think the county exec-
utive i seeking an answer toa
question he already knows the
answer to,” said Robert A,
Stewart, a lobbyist for the Mu-
micipa! & County Government
LEmnloyees Organization,
which supported Perez's pro-
naeal. “For whatever reason,
‘his i« am uncomtforiable issue
iur atm, |

Tust month, the county
schaol board, at the urging of
Superintendent Jerry D
Weant, declined to participate,
mutnly because of concerns
that the action would violate



federal law, The beard, which
has jurisdiction over 27,000
emplovees, said it would recon-
sider if the county received an
FDA waiver or if the Thincan
adminisfration acted first.

Althaugh the council hill ap
plies only to county pgovern
ment employees and retirees,
Parcz hopes that the scheol
aystern, the plaoning acency,
Mortpomery College and the
Washington Suburban  Sani-
tary Commissior: will follow.,

David Weaver, a Duncan
spokesman, said the adminis-
tration is «till hoping fo met a
waiver from the federal gov-
ernment, thourh it has yet to
hear a response. If it does not
get one, Weaver said, the ad-
ministration “will work with
the conncil to implement the
law.”

Board of Education Presi-
dent Patricia ('Neill (Bethes-
da-Chevy Case) said the coun-
cil’s decision, ahsent an FDA
waiver, will not have an impact
on whether the school system
maves torward.

“The hoard was very clear
nn his. We were poing to be a
folinwer, not a leader,” she
said,

Fevond the lepal consider-
atirns,  some palicymakers
note that the economices of the
j<ene have changed during the
past year.

Lazt fall, council memtrrs
said the program could save
taxpayers $15 million to 220
million. Since then, some have
suggested that the actual sav-
inr= could be as little as 21 mil-
Hon,

Canadian officials have alsc
sanl they are going to restrict
the flow of drugs ta the United
States.

Duncan wants an FDA waiver.



